Lymphocyte subset alterations in patients with alcoholic hepatitis.
Twenty-three patients with alcoholic hepatitis (AH) were entered into a study to evaluate the relationship between alcoholic hepatitis, malnutrition, and immune status. In order to quantify these variables, objective parameters of nutritional status and lymphocyte phenotype and function were used. On admission to hospital, the mean number of CD4 helper/inducer cells, CD8 suppressor/cytotoxic cells, and CD3 lymphocytes were significantly reduced compared to age matched, non-hospitalized laboratory controls. In order to ascertain whether this abnormality was reversible, 12 patients, who were willing to remain in the hospital for 30 days, were treated for this entire period with oral nutritional supplementation using a commercially available preparation high in calories, protein, and branch chain amino acids. After 30 days of this therapy and abstinence, the number of CD4 cells increased from a mean (+/- SD) of 658 +/- 428 to 815 +/- 599/mm3. There was no difference in results of the lymphocyte transformation test comparing pre- and post-therapy values using either fetal calf or autologous serum. For all groups tested, cells cultured in autologous serum exhibited a significantly decreased response to mitogen compared to cells cultured in fetal calf serum. Both the total nutritional and the protein depletion (kwashiorkor) scores improved significantly during the 30 days of nutritional supplementation (p less than 0.0009 and p less than 0.0004, respectively). Therefore, we have observed an alteration in the numbers of helper lymphocytes in patients admitted with AH. This abnormality was modifiable by abstinence and nutritional supplementation over a brief period of hospitalization.